
Economy. Policy. Science.

A policy bulletin from the German Institute for Economic Research

DIW Weekly Report 20
255+6

33 Report by Theresa M. Entringer, Linda Kumrow, and Barbara Stacherl

Loneliness in Germany: Low-income earners 
at highest risk of loneliness
• Study investigates loneliness in Germany using recent SOEP data

• Nineteen percent of people feel lonely some of the time or often

• Men with a migration background who are earning a low income are 

especially lonely



LEGAL AND EDITORIAL DETAILS

DIW Berlin — Deutsches Institut für Wirtschaftsforschung e. V.

Mohrenstraße 58, 10117 Berlin

www.diw.de

Phone: +49 30 897 89 – 0 Fax: – 200

Volume 15 January 29, 2025

Publishers

Prof. Anna Bindler, Ph.D.; Prof. Dr. Tomaso Duso; Sabine Fiedler; Prof. 

Marcel Fratzscher, Ph.D.; Prof. Dr. Peter Haan; Prof. Dr. Claudia Kemfert; 

Prof. Dr. Alexander S. Kritikos; Prof. Dr. Alexander Kriwoluzky; Prof. Karsten 

Neuhoff, Ph.D.; Prof. Dr. Carsten Schröder; Prof. Dr. Katharina Wrohlich

Editors-in-chief

Prof. Dr. Pio Baake; Claudia Cohnen-Beck; Sebastian Kollmann;  

Kristina van Deuverden

Reviewer

Dr. Sandra Bohmann

Editorial staff

Rebecca Buhner; Dr. Hella Engerer; Petra Jasper; Adam Mark Lederer; 

Frederik Schulz-Greve; Sandra Tubik

Layout

Roman Wilhelm; Stefanie Reeg; Eva Kretschmer, DIW Berlin

Cover design

© imageBROKER / Steffen Diemer

Composition

Satz-Rechen-Zentrum Hartmann + Heenemann GmbH & Co. KG, Berlin

Subscribe to our DIW and/or Weekly Report Newsletter at  

www.diw.de/newsletter_en

ISSN 2568-7697

Reprint and further distribution—including excerpts—with complete 

reference and consignment of a specimen copy to DIW Berlin’s 

Customer Service (kundenservice@diw.de) only.

http://www.diw.de
http://www.diw.de/newsletter_en
mailto:kundenservice%40diw.de?subject=


5+6 20
25

AT A GLANCE

Loneliness in Germany: Low-income earners 
at highest risk of loneliness
By Theresa M. Entringer, Linda Kumrow, and Barbara Stacherl

• Using recent Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP) data, this study investigates loneliness in Germany as 
well as its regional distribution and high-risk profiles

• Results show that 19 percent of people feel lonely some of the time or often; this figure was only 14 
percent before the pandemic

• People living in the west and south of Germany more frequently lack companionship compared to 
people living in the east

• Low-income earners are particularly lonely, especially if they are men and have a migration 
background

• Awareness campaigns and interventions that are needed in light of the health risks of loneliness 
should take these results into account and be targeted to high-risk groups 

MEDIA

Audio Interview with Theresa M. Entringer (in German) 
www.diw.de/mediathek

FROM THE AUTHORS

“To effectively combat loneliness, we need a comprehensive approach that highlights the 

health risks of loneliness, helps those affected, and destigmatizes the issue. Our goal must 

be to treat loneliness as a key health risk, similar to how we treat stress. Awareness and 

education are just as important as targeted interventions for risk groups.” 

— Theresa M. Entringer —

Nearly every fifth person in Germany feels lonely some of the time; this feeling of loneliness is characterized 
mainly by feeling alone 
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Loneliness in Germany: Low-income 
earners at highest risk of loneliness
By Theresa M. Entringer, Linda Kumrow, and Barbara Stacherl

ABSTRACT

Loneliness poses a serious health risk: Along with negatively 

impacting life quality, it can even shorten the life span. This 

Weekly Report investigates loneliness in Germany using 

Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP) data from 2021 on loneliness. 

The analyses highlight the prevalence of three facets of lone-

liness (aloneness, isolation, exclusion) as well as regional differ-

ences and high-risk groups. The results reveal that 19 percent 

of people living in Germany feel lonely either some of the time 

or more frequently. Before the pandemic, this figure was only 

14 percent. There are also regional differences without the 

east-west pattern that has been seen in previous studies: Peo-

ple living in the west and south of Germany feel like they miss 

companionship more frequently than people living in the east. 

People earning a low income below the median, especially 

men with a migration background, are particularly lonely. In 

light of the health risks, awareness campaigns and measures 

for preventing loneliness that take these findings into account 

and are targeted specifically to high-risk groups are needed.

Loneliness is a feeling that occurs when people desire more 
or better relationships than they actually have.1 In contrast to 
objective situations, such as having a small number of social 
contacts or close friends, loneliness is a subjective feeling. 
People experience loneliness for many reasons: Some desire a 
romantic partner, others wish they had closer or more friend-
ships, and others miss having a stronger connection to their 
social environment, such as the community in which they 
live. While these different causes of loneliness can co-occur, 
they can also occur on their own.

Loneliness has been garnering more and more attention 
over the past years as countless studies have indicated its 
health risks.2 Research results show that loneliness often 
causes significant psychological distress. Although loneli-
ness itself is not a mental illness, it can facilitate the devel-
opment of depression, anxiety disorders, or addiction dis-
orders.3 At the same time, loneliness has been linked to a 
higher risk for physical medical conditions such as obesity, 
coronary heart disease, and type 2 diabetes.4 Overall, lone-
liness poses a serious health risk that affects the quality of 
life and can shorten the life span.5

1 Cf. Letitia A. Peplau and Daniel Perlman, “Perspectives on loneliness,” In Loneliness: A source-

book of current theory, research and therapy, ed. Letitia Anne Peplau and Daniel Perlman (New 

York: 1982, 1–18).

2 Cf. Jeppe Henriksen et al., “Loneliness, health and mortality,” Epidemiology and Psychiatric 

Sciences 28 (2019): 234–239; Nicholas Leigh-Hunt et al., “An overview of systematic reviews on the 

public health consequences of social isolation and loneliness,” Public Health 152 (2017): 157–171; 

Caroline Park et al., “The Effect of Loneliness on Distinct Health Outcomes: A Comprehensive Re-

view and Meta-Analysis,” Psychiatry Research 294 (2020): 113514.

3 Park et al., “The Effect of Loneliness of Distinct Health Outcomes.”

4 Cf. Ruth A. Hackett, Joanna L. Hudson, and Joseph Chilcot, “Loneliness and type 2 diabetes 

incidence: findings from the English Longitudinal Study of Ageing,” Diabetologia 63, no. 11 (2020): 

2329–2338; Nicole K. Valtorta et al., “Loneliness and social isolation as risk factors for coronary 

heart disease and stroke: systematic review and meta-analysis of longitudinal observational stud-

ies,” Heart 102, no. 13 (2016): 1009–1016.

5 Cf. Julianne Holt-Lunstad et al., “Loneliness and Social Isolation as Risk Factors for Mortality: A 

Meta-Analytic Review,” Perspectives on Psychological Science, 10, no. 2 (2015): 227–237; Henriksen 

et al., “Loneliness, health and mortality.”

https://doi.org/10.18723/diw_dwr:2025-5-1
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Policymakers have also recognized that loneliness is an 
important issue: At the end of 2023, the German Federal 
Government passed a national strategy to combat loneliness 
in Germany.6 This strategy included educational work and 
targeted campaigns to destigmatize the issue. The strategy 
also includes additional research funding to better identify 
high-risk groups and to develop targeted interventions and 
offers for these groups.

This Weekly Report builds on these efforts by examining 
loneliness in Germany.7 We analyze the prevalence of lone-
liness using three specific facets of loneliness (aloneness, 
isolation, exclusion), regional differences, and particularly 
high-risk groups. The analyses use Socio-Economic Panel 
(SOEP) data from 2021, the most current available represent-
ative data on loneliness among people living in Germany. 
The survey was conducted during May 2021 and February 

6 Bundesministerium für Familie, Senioren, Frauen und Jugend, Strategie der Bundesregierung 

gegen Einsamkeit (2023) (in German; available online. Accessed on November 21, 2024. This ap-

plies to all other online sources in this report unless stated otherwise).

7 This study was conducted as a part of the research project DDR – Vergangenheit und psychis-

che Gesundheit: Schutz- und Risikofaktoren funded by the Federal Ministry of Research and Edu-

cation (Bundesministerium für Bildung und Forschung, BMBF) (available online) and as part of the 

SOEP-Regio Hub science campus funded by the Leibniz Association (available online).

2022. By this time, coronavirus vaccines were available and 
there were gradual reductions in contact restrictions. For 
these reasons, this study is based on the assumption that 
people’s subjective loneliness was still affected by the pan-
demic, but no longer directly influenced by it and the related 
contact restrictions.

The SOEP includes three facets of loneliness: aloneness 
(missing companionship), isolation (the feeling of being 
socially isolated), and exclusion (the feeling of being left out). 
Using these three facets, a loneliness index, which describes a 
person’s overall feeling of loneliness, is calculated. However, 
the facets can also be interpreted individually (Box).

Figure 1

Regional differences in loneliness 
On a scale of 1 (never) to 3 (sometimes)

 










Source: SOEPv38.1; authors’ calculations.

© DIW Berlin 2025

People living in western and southern Germany feel more often alone than those living in the east. 

https://www.bmfsfj.de/bmfsfj/service/publikationen/strategie-der-bundesregierung-gegen-einsamkeit-234582
https://ddr-studie.de/startseite.html
https://lsc-soep-regiohub.com/about
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Box

Data and methodical approach

The Socio-Economic Panel (Sozio-oekonomisches Panel, SOEP) 

is the largest representative panel study of private households in 

Germany. It is also the only study that includes all adults within 

a single household. Every year, nearly 15,000 households with 

around 30,000 individuals are surveyed on topics such as educa-

tion, health, or the labor market situation.1 For this Weekly Report, 

we used the data on subjective feelings of loneliness from the 

SOEP respondents in 2021. The SOEP survey was conducted start-

ing May 2021 and took place while coronavirus contact restrictions 

were being gradually repealed. Loneliness has been measured in 

the Socio-Economic Panel every four years since 2013. The UCLA 

Loneliness Scale is used to measure loneliness.2

Measuring loneliness

The UCLA Loneliness Scale uses three questions to measure 

loneliness: “How often do you...” 1) “... miss the company of other 

people?” (=aloneness), 2) “… feel left out?” (=exclusion), and 3) 

“...feel socially isolated?” (=isolation). Respondents may answer 

on a scale of 1 to 5: (1) very often, (2) often, (3) some of the time, (4) 

rarely, and (5) never.3 The calculations in this Weekly Report are 

based on loneliness data from 2021 and only include people who 

answered all three questions in 2021. For this study, we reversed 

the scale values of the questions so that higher values correspond 

with more loneliness: (1) never, (2) rarely, (3) some of the time, (4) 

often, (5) very often.

To determine the total value for overall loneliness, the three facets 

are combined by calculating the average of the responses to the 

three questions. This average is then used to form a binary indi-

cator to estimate the prevalence of loneliness. This indicator clas-

sifies a person as lonely if the average, or their overall loneliness, 

is 3 or higher, meaning they feel lonely at least some of the time. 

This procedure ensures the comparability of the results with other 

studies.4 We used the same binary classification for the individual 

facets, making it possible to indicate how many people feel alone, 

socially isolated, or excluded at least some of the time.

1 See Jan Goebel et al., “The German Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP),” Journal of Economics and 

Statistics 239, no. 2 (2019): 345-360 (available online).

2 See Mary E. Hughes et al., “A short scale for measuring loneliness in large surveys: Results 

from two population-based studies,” Research on Aging 26, no. 6 (2004): 655–672.

3 Cf. Theresa M. Entringer et al., “SOEP Scales Manual (updated for SOEP-Core v37),” SOEP Sur-

vey Papers 1217 Series C (2022) (available online).

4 In particular, the findings can be directly compared with the results from the Expertise des 

Kompetenznetzwerks Einsamkeit, cf. Theresa M. Entringer, “Epidemiologie von Einsamkeit in 

Deutschland,” KNE Expertise 4 (2022) (in German; available online).

Methodical approach in regional measuring

To depict the regional distribution of loneliness in Germany, we 

created loneliness maps. The maps are based on small-scale esti-

mates of regional loneliness averages. The actor-based clustering 

method was used for these small-scale estimates.5 The regional 

loneliness values were estimated by calculating a distance-weight-

ed average. This means that a loneliness value is estimated for 

each municipality using data from all SOEP respondents, with 

respondents in the immediate vicinity of the municipality being in-

cluded in the estimated value to a greater extent than respondents 

living further away. Concretely, respondents within a 30-kilometer 

radius of the municipality receive full weight, while those further 

away are weighted less. Thus, the number of cases for estimating 

the municipality value significantly exceeds the number of cases 

per municipality. While the SOEP data is representative for the 

entire population of Germany as well as for the populations of the 

individual states, it is not representative at smaller, regional levels. 

For this reason, it should be noted that we cannot use the availa-

ble findings on the regional distribution of loneliness to make any 

precise statements about loneliness in individual municipalities. 

However, the data does serve to illustrate regional trends.

Identifying risk profiles

To identify high-risk groups, we first identified especially relevant 

risk factors for loneliness that have been established in the lit-

erature: young age (here, younger than 35), being a woman, low 

income (below the median income), migration background (the 

person themselves or at least one parent was not born a German 

citizen), and living alone. Using these five risk factors, groups with 

different combinations of these risk factors were formed (for exam-

ple, young women living alone earning a high income and without 

a migration background). For this group, the share of people who 

feel lonely at least some of the time was calculated. A group is 

defined as high risk when this share is significantly higher than the 

share in the group without risk factors (reference group: men 35 

and older with a high income and no migration background who 

do not live alone). To ensure that the results are representative of 

the total population, SOEP weights are used. The 95 percent confi-

dence intervals are included in the percentage share estimates.

5 Cf. Susanne Buecker et al., “In a lonely place: Investigating regional differences in loneliness,” 

Social Psychological and Personality Science 12 (2021): 147–155; Thomas Brenner, “Identification of 

clusters: An actor-based approach,” Working Papers of Innovation and Space no. 02.17 (2017) (avail-

able online).

https://www.jbnst.de/download/2019_2_G%C3%B6bel_free_DataObs.pdf
https://www.diw.de/documents/publikationen/73/diw_01.c.862242.de/diw_ssp1217.pdf
https://kompetenznetz-einsamkeit.de/publikationen/kne-expertisen/kne-expertise-04-entringer
https://www.econstor.eu/bitstream/10419/191650/1/885197461.pdf
https://www.econstor.eu/bitstream/10419/191650/1/885197461.pdf
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More than half of the people living in Germany 
feel alone at least sometimes

In 2021, 19 percent of people living in Germany felt lonely 
at least some of the time.8 Perceived loneliness in the popu-
lation was thus higher than the values measured before the 
pandemic (2013: 15 percent, 2017: 14 percent).9 The high value 
from 2021 is likely due to the aftereffects from the contact 
restrictions due to the coronavirus pandemic.

One observation of these three facets of loneliness revealed 
noteworthy differences: In 2021, people living in Germany 
were especially likely to say that they felt alone (56 percent), 
i.e., that they missed companionship. In contrast, feelings 
of social isolation (20 percent) or exclusion (28 percent) were 
less widespread. The high value for aloneness suggests that 
even after most pandemic-related contact restrictions were 
lifted, many people still missed companionship. Thus, feel-
ing alone was the key factor in experiencing loneliness in 
2021.

People miss companionship more often in the 
south and west than in the east

While regional differences in the overall feeling of loneli-
ness have already been documented,10 this Weekly Report 
goes a step further and analyzes the regional distribution of 
the different facets of loneliness (Box).

In 2021, the average loneliness value was greater than 2 
(Figure 1) in nearly all regions of Germany,11 meaning that 
people were lonely “rarely” to “some of the time” on aver-
age. While the map showed some small regional differences, 
there were few differences overall. Taking a historical per-
spective is interesting here: A study from 2013 documented 
a clear east-west gap in loneliness; people living in eastern 

8 The overall index of overall loneliness is an average of three facets (loneliness, isolation, exclu-

sion). The differences in prevalence show that not all facets are high for most people, so the aver-

age can be below 3 (less than lonely some of the time) even if individual facets are above 3 (feeling 

alone at least some of the time).

9 The loneliness barometer commissioned by the German Federal Government shows a lower 

figure of 11.3 percent for 2021. Cf. BMFSFJ, Einsamkeitsbarometer 2024 – Langzeitentwicklung von 

Einsamkeit in Deutschland (2024) (in German; available online). The Expertise für das Kompeten-

znetz Einsamkeit determined a share of 42.3 percent. Cf. Theresa M. Entringer, “Epidemiologie von 

Einsamkeit in Deutschland,” KNE-Expertise 4 (2022) (in German; available online). The differenc-

es in the prevalence of loneliness can be attributed to methodological and temporal factors. The 

estimates in the loneliness barometer are based on a stricter definition of loneliness (average > 3, 

here average ≥ 3), which is why the values are lower than the results of this Weekly Report and the 

KNE Expert Report. The KNE Expert Report reported considerably higher values for 2021, as it used 

data from a coronavirus special survey that was conducted during the second coronavirus lock-

down in January and February 2021. The estimates of this Weekly Report use data from the SOEP 

main survey, which was conducted between May 2021 and February 2022.

10 Cf. Susanne Buecker et al., “In a lonely place: Investigating regional differences in loneliness,” 

Social Psychological and Personality Science 12 (2021): 147–155; Theresa M. Entringer and Barbara 

Stacherl, “Einsamkeit in Deutschland – Prävalenz, Entwicklung über die Zeit und regionale Unter-

schiede,” Bundesgesundheitsblatt 67 (2024): 1103–1112 (in German).

11 The regional loneliness averages are estimated by calculating a distance-weighted average. 

The available findings on the regional distribution of loneliness do not allow any precise state-

ments to be made about loneliness in individual municipalities, but serve to illustrate regional 

trends (Box), cf. Buecker et al., “In a lonely place;” Thomas Brenner, “Identification of clusters: An 

actor-based approach,” Working Papers of Innovation and Space no. 02.17(2017) (available online).

Germany at the time tended to be lonelier than people liv-
ing in western Germany.12 These changes indicate a conver-
gence in the regional distribution of loneliness.

A look at the individual facets of loneliness revealed similarly 
few regional differences in the distribution of the feelings 
of social isolation and exclusion as for the regional distribu-
tion of overall loneliness. The feeling of social isolation was 
lower than the feeling of exclusion everywhere.

12 Cf. Buecker et al., “In a lonely place.”

Figure 2

Risk profiles for loneliness 
Share of people who feel lonely at least some of the time (overall 
index), in percent 

   
































































































































Notes: A risk group is defined as any group of people whose share of lonely people is significantly higher than the 
share of lonely people in the reference group. There are no significant differences compared to the reference group 
for all other combinations of characteristics. The reference group includes people who do not have any of the five 
individual risk factors (older than 35, men, high income, no migration background, living with others). The horizontal 
lines indicate the share’s 95 percent confidence interval, meaning there is a 95-percent probability that the actual 
share is contained within the interval.

Source: SOEPv38.1; authors’ calculations.

© DIW Berlin 2025

Men with a migration background and a low income are especially lonely.

https://www.bmfsfj.de/bmfsfj/service/publikationen/einsamkeitsbarometer-2024-237576
https://kompetenznetz-einsamkeit.de/publikationen/kne-expertisen/kne-expertise-04-entringer
https://www.econstor.eu/bitstream/10419/191650/1/%20885197461.pdf
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were born without German citizenship.14 Thus, younger peo-
ple, women, low-income earners, people living alone, and 
people with a migration background feel lonely more often 
than older people, men, high-income earners, people living 
in multi-person households, and people without a migra-
tion background. Building off of these findings, this Weekly 
Report investigates which groups are particularly affected by 
the different facets of loneliness.

Instead of examining the five risk factors individually, as was 
common in previous studies, we form risk profiles (combina-
tions of multiple risk factors). This way, we can better iden-
tify which groups are especially vulnerable and gain more 
insight into which combinations of individual characteris-
tics are associated with a particularly high risk of loneliness. 
To this end, we show the share of people who feel lonely at 
least some of the time for various combinations of charac-
teristics (referred to below as risk profiles). These risk pro-
files are compared to a reference group without risk factors 
that has a low risk of loneliness (over 35, male, high income, 
no migration background, living with others).

In particular, groups with at least three of the five risk factors 
have significantly higher shares of lonely people than the ref-
erence group. For example, the share of lonely people under 
35 with a low income and a migration background was three 
to four times as high as in the reference group (Figure 2).

Interestingly, men earning a low income who have a migra-
tion background have the highest risk of being lonely. This 
is notable, as being a woman is a risk factor for loneliness. 
However, when in combination with a low income and migra-
tion background, men seem to have a particularly high risk 
of loneliness.

A comparative look at the different risk factors shows that 
a low income, defined as an income in the bottom half of 
the income distribution (net equivalized income),15 plays 
an especially important role. Almost all risk profiles with 
a higher share of lonely people shared the common factor 
of a low income. In addition, a migration background was 
also frequently present in the profiles of the particularly vul-
nerable groups.

14 Young age is listed as a risk factor in many studies, such as Christina R. Victor and Keming 

Yang, “The prevalence of loneliness among adults: a case study of the United Kingdom,” The Jour-

nal of Psychology 146, no. 1-2 (2012): 85–104 as well as in Maike Luhmann and Louise C. Hawk-

ley, “Age differences in loneliness from late adolescence to oldest old age,” Dev. Psychol. 52, no. 6 

(2016): 943–59; being a woman in Entringer, “Epidemiologie von Einsamkeit in Deutschland,” low 

income in Entringer and Stacherl, “Einsamkeit in Deutschland” and Bridget Shovestul et al., “Risk 

factors for loneliness: The high relative importance of age versus other factors,” PLoS One 15, no. 2 

(2020): 1–18; living alone in Entringer and Stacherl, “Einsamkeit in Deutschland,” and migration 

background in Entringer and Stacherl, “Einsamkeit in Deutschland” and Katrine Rich Madsen et al., 

“Loneliness, immigration background and self-identified ethnicity: a nationally representative 

study of adolescents in Denmark,” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 42, no. 12 (2016): 1977-

1995. Although unemployment is also a significant risk factor for loneliness, we do not consider it 

in this analysis for two reasons. First, the number of cases is too small to form meaningful groups. 

Second, it is difficult to separate unemployment from age and income.

15 Cf. the entry on equivalized income in the DIW Berlin Glossary (in German; available online).

Finally, more obvious regional differences emerged with 
regard to feeling alone. Overall, feeling alone was more 
pronounced than feeling lonely. The regional averages 
for the aloneness facet were considerably above 2 in 2021 
in almost all regions, closer to “some of the time” than to 
“rarely.” Especially high values were found in Niedersachsen, 
Rhineland-Palatinate, Hesse, North Rhine-Westphalia, and 
the middle of Bavaria. In contrast, the feeling of aloneness 
in the eastern states was less pronounced.

Low income is the highest risk factor for 
loneliness

Research has identified countless risk factors for feeling 
lonely.13 Factors frequently mentioned include being young, 
being a woman, having a low income, living alone, and hav-
ing a migration background. A person is considered to have a 
migration background if they or at least one of their parents 

13 Cf. Jenny de Jong Gierveld, Theo G. van Tilburg, and Pearl A. Dykstra, “Loneliness and Social 

Isolation,” in The Cambridge Handbook of Personal Relationships, eds. Anita L. Vangelisti und Dan-

iel Perlman (Cambridge: 2006, 485-499); Martin Pinquart and Silvia Sörensen, “Risk factors for 

loneliness in adulthood and old age--a meta-analysis,” in Advances in Psychology Research, vol. 19, 

ed. Serge P. Shohov (Hauppauge: 2003, 111-143).

Figure 3

Risk profiles for aloneness 
Share of people who lack companionship at least some of the time, 
in percent 

   















































































Notes: A risk group is defined as any group of people whose share of lonely people is significantly higher than the 
share of lonely people in the reference group. There are no significant differences compared to the reference group 
for all other combinations of characteristics. The reference group includes people who do not have any of the five 
individual risk factors (older than 35, men, high income, no migration background, living with others). The horizontal 
lines indicate the share’s 95 percent confidence interval, meaning there is a 95-percent probability that the actual 
share is contained within the interval.

Source: SOEPv38.1; authors’ calculations.

© DIW Berlin 2025

Women have a high risk of feeling alone, even when they live with others. 

https://www.diw.de/de/diw_01.c.411605.de/aequivalenzeinkommen.html
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Women in particular frequently feel alone

The following section carries out three separate analyses 
for the three facets of loneliness: aloneness, isolation, and 
exclusion. For aloneness, there were only few differences 
in the prevalence of loneliness across the different groups 
(Figure 3). The groups with the largest share of people who 
feel alone at least some of the time had a low income and 
a migration background. It is interesting to note here that 
there is a high-risk group with only one risk factor (being a 
woman) that had significantly higher loneliness scores than 
the reference group. Women in particular feel alone.

The data reveals that isolation has a similar pattern as over-
all loneliness (Figure 4). For isolation, there were consider-
able differences across the various groups of people: Some 
high-risk groups have three to four times higher shares of 
lonely people compared to the reference group. Once again, 
men with a low income and a migration background had the 
highest estimated shares of subjectively perceived social iso-
lation. A low income and a migration background seem to 
be key risk factors for feeling socially isolated.

A similar pattern can be found for feeling excluded. However, 
the differences between the reference group and the high-
risk groups were less pronounced here: The high-risk groups 
most affected have shares around twice as high as the refer-
ence group (Figure 5). Again, a low income has proven to be 
a consistent risk factor in nearly all risk profiles. Here too, 
men with a low income and a migration background had the 
greatest share of those who felt excluded, which emphasizes 
their particular vulnerability to loneliness.

Conclusion: Targeted interventions against 
loneliness for specific groups needed

The analyses reveal three key results. First, various facets 
of loneliness (aloneness, isolation, exclusion) occur with 
varying frequency in the population: While more than half 
of respondents reported feeling alone at least some of the 
time in 2021, the feelings of social isolation and exclusion 
occurred more rarely. The high values for aloneness are 
likely due to the aftereffects of the coronavirus-related con-
tact restrictions. Second, regional differences in 2021 did not 
display the typical east-west pattern that has been frequently 
observed in earlier studies and in social science research. 
Now, there are mainly regional differences in feeling alone, 
which, unlike before, is more pronounced in western and 
southern Germany than in eastern Germany. Third, it can 
be seen that people with low incomes feel lonely more fre-
quently than people earning higher incomes. Men with a 
low income and a migration background are at the highest 
risk of loneliness.

Loneliness can affect anyone. To effectively combat loneli-
ness, we need a comprehensive approach that explains the 
health risk of loneliness, helps those affected, and destigma-
tizes the issue. The aim must be to recognize loneliness as a 
major health risk like stress. To do so, widespread awareness 

campaigns are necessary to educate the population, policy-
makers, and health care workers, such as general practition-
ers and nurses, about loneliness.

In addition, preventing loneliness requires targeted inter-
ventions for different high-risk groups. As people with a low 
income, migration background, or a combination of multi-
ple risk factors experience loneliness especially often, meas-
ures should be specifically designed to their needs and real-
ities. The findings should also be taken into consideration 

Figure 4

Risk profiles for social isolation 
Share of people who feel socially isolated at least some of the time, 
in percent

   












































































































































Notes: A risk group is defined as any group of people whose share of lonely people is significantly higher than the 
share of lonely people in the reference group. There are no significant differences compared to the reference group 
for all other combinations of characteristics. The reference group includes people who do not have any of the five 
individual risk factors (older than 35, men, high income, no migration background, living with others). The horizontal 
lines indicate the share’s 95 percent confidence interval, meaning there is a 95-percent probability that the actual 
share is contained within the interval.

Source: SOEPv38.1; authors’ calculations.
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The highest shares of feeling socially isolated are found among men.
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when making policy decisions that affect social participa-
tion, especially in regard to basic welfare benefits and the 
citizen’s benefit (Bürgergeld).

In addition to the targeted approach for high-risk groups, it 
is essential to create more opportunities for social activities 
for lonely people. In addition to the valuable work already 
being done at the municipal level and by private agencies, 
one approach could be making it easier for lonely people to 
access social recreational activities and to (partially) finance 
said access, similar to relaxation or mindfulness courses 
for preventing chronic stress. Such offers, known as social 
prescribing, have been proven to help reduce loneliness.16 
In addition, they also help in fostering social contacts while 
simultaneously strengthening a person’s coping resources.17

16 Cf. Genevieve A. Dingle et al., “A controlled evaluation of social prescribing on loneliness for 

adults in Queensland: 8-week outcomes,” Front. Psychol. 15 (2024): 1359855; Ryka C. Chopra et al., 

“Efficacy of community groups as a social prescription for senior health—insights from a natural 

experiment during the COVID-19 lockdown,” Scientific Reports 14 (2024): 24579.

17 Cf. Alexis Foster et al., “Impact of social prescribing to address loneliness: A mixed methods 

evaluation of a national social prescribing programme,” Health Soc Care Community 29, no. 5 

(2021): 1439–1449; Ji Eon Kim et al., “Effects of social prescribing pilot project for the elderly in rural 

area of South Korea during COVID-19 pandemic,” Health Sci Rep 4, no. 3(2021): e320; Dingle et al, 

“A controlled evaluation of social prescribing on loneliness for adults in Queensland.”

Figure 5

Risk profiles for exclusion
Share of people who feel excluded at least some of the time, in 
percent

   


































































































Notes: A risk group is defined as any group of people whose share of lonely people is significantly higher than the 
share of lonely people in the reference group. There are no significant differences compared to the reference group 
for all other combinations of characteristics. The reference group includes people who do not have any of the five 
individual risk factors (older than 35, men, high income, no migration background, living with others). The horizontal 
lines indicate the share’s 95 percent confidence interval, meaning there is a 95-percent probability that the actual 
share is contained within the interval.

Source: SOEPv38.1.; authors’ calculations.
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A low income combined with a migration background is associated with a higher risk 
of feeling excluded.

JEL: I31
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